Introduction: the Research project
The recent documents and programmes of the European Commission on employment policy underscore the relevance of benchmarking as an instrument for improving labour markets and labour policy practice and development. The 1996 Joint Employment Report (European Council and European Commission 1997a) stressed the need to exploit labour market monitoring potential, and pointed to the Commission role in identifying and disseminating good practices. DG V was consequently asked to give special priority to developing tools, such as the common indicators or benchmarks for the evaluation of policies and performances, so as to facilitate the assessment of progress achieved by EU Member States in their employment policies. As a result, the following annual Joint Employment Reports (European Council and European Commission 1997b have presented detailed pictures of employment policies and best practices in the Member States, and provided lists of employment indicators, to be taken as possible benchmarks in assessing labour market performance.
Among the first analytical outcomes achieved by DG V in 1997, special mention is to be made of a series of documents (European Commission 1997b , 1997c , 1997d , addressing operational guidelines and preliminary results in the area of benchmarking employment performance, the integration of young people into the labour market and long-term unemployment prevention and reduction. These results were available at the Luxembourg Extraordinary European Council meeting (20-21 November 1997) -for the first time entirely focused on employment -that decided to put into immediate effect the provisions of the new Title on employment in the Treaty of Amsterdam. This decision has made it possible to implement, since 1998, a co-ordination of Member States' employment policies, based on four "pillars" and 19 "employment guidelines". The latter are defined as "common lines of approach for both objectives and means" (European Council 1997) , drawing on the experience of the multilateral surveillance of economic policies and its success in fostering convergence. The guidelines#1#, based on common analyses and broad policy lines aimed at structurally reducing unemployment, had to be incorporated into National Employment Action Plans (NAPs), drawn up each year by the Member States in a multi-annual perspective and setting deadlines for achieving the desired results.
The aim of this initiative, in the face of the priority assumed in Europe by the issue of employment, was that of creating for labour market policies "the same resolve to converge towards jointly set, verifiable, regularly updated targets", as in the case of economic policy, "while respecting the differences between the two areas and between the situations of individual Member States" (European Council 1997) .
The research project "Benchmarking Employment Performance and Labour Market Policies", carried out by the Research network of the European Employment Observatory#2#, aimed at providing DG V with information, scientific results and recommendations, so as to improve labour policy convergence and make it more effective through the implementation of new and specific indicators and benchmarking techniques.
Analytical areas and contents
The effort of developing benchmarks that could help the Member States improve their understanding of labour policy problems, facilitate the exchange of information and experience, and identify good practices, was in the first instance restricted to three main analytical targets.
1) The first is that of synthetically describing and ranking national labour markets within the European Union. Such research is targeted at developing tools for the evaluation and comparison of national labour market performances and, even more important, for the proper identification of points of weakness and policy targets, in accordance with European employment strategy.
2) The second area of interest is labour market policies, the objective here being to develop procedures of measurement and comparison to enhance labour policy effectiveness through the diffusion of information on best practices and facilitate labour policy reform and convergence.
3) The third and last analytical area is firms' employment performance. Even in this case, the objective is to develop conceptual and measurement tools that can help policy-makers to indicate reference standards and policy targets on employment performance.
The Research network has been engaged in developing analytical work and collecting empirical evidence with reference to five main areas in the field of benchmarking (Tronti 1998 ):
• Conceptual analysis. In this area, the objective has been to clarify conceptual issues related to monitoring, benchmarking, evaluating and ranking activities, such as: a) What is meant by the term "benchmarking" in its various fields of application? b) Why and in what respects is benchmarking different from related practices, such as evaluation, rating, ranking, etc.? c) What results of benchmarking or related techniques are useful for application to labour market policies? d) What is the operational and political relevance of benchmarking activities for labour market monitoring and policy making? e) What are the best ways and methods of helping Member States and the European Commission to respond to the guidelines and programmes set by the European employment strategy?
• Methodological issues. A second set of questions addressed by the project relates to the methods most appropriate for use in benchmarking activities. The most important are probably the following: a) Which are the techniques most widely used for classifying and measuring "good practices" in fields related to the labour market (ranking, policy evaluation methods, cost-benefit analysis, etc.)? b) Which are the relevant data and information sources? c) Which new data should be collected? d) Which of such methods (/data/sources) are most suitable for assessing the quality of labour market, labour policies and businesses' employment performance?
• The state-of-the-art of benchmarking. Alongside conceptual and methodological analysis, the research also includes literature reviews and individual country studies. Such contributions provide the reader with elements useful for the comparison of the most interesting analytical acquisitions and national benchmarking experiences.
• Case studies. A further outcome of the project is provided by in-depth analysis of selected practices in the area of employment policy benchmarking (firms' employment behaviour in France, employment offices in Sweden, the unemployment rate in Japan, national labour markets ranking in Germany).
The role of benchmarking in the European Employment Strategy
Since 1994 the Essen Agreement has required Member States to implement actions in the field of labour market policies, aimed at improving the employment performance of national labour markets. In response to the five broad guidelines defined at Essen, all Member States reported to the European Council on their progress in the follow-up to the 'Essen Strategy' through the so-called MAPs (Multi-Annual employment Plans). The Treaty of Amsterdam and the Luxembourg Council, through the creation of the new surveillance mechanism, have made explicit and considerably strengthened this already existing (but relatively weak) commitment to convergence in the labour markets.
The full development of a convergence process throughout the Member States should provide new insights about how to improve labour market processes and better implement strategic policy options. Consequently, the establishment of a complete and appropriate benchmarking procedure can be a powerful tool for helping poor performers to improve their relative position. In this respect, the study provides a thorough discussion of the main arguments to be borne in mind when deciding on which concept of labour market performance to adopt as a base for benchmarking. In particular, the study presents and discusses the basic ideas of benchmarking more common in operational research and business research, and suggests some innovative methodological options for their application in the areas of labour market and labour policy performance. Furthermore, it explores, in the light of international literature on institution benchmarking and labour market performance measuring, to what extent this method can be usefully applied in labour market research and which methods are most suitable. It goes on to present and discuss in depth a few relevant examples of benchmarking and similar practices in the area of human resources, labour policy and labour market performance. Finally, it presents the main findings of the project, and derives relevant observations and suggestions for the development and use of benchmarking by both the European Commission and individual Member States. Some of these results and observations are presented in the following pages.
Main results and observations

General, conceptual and methodological issues
A survey of the international area of study and application of benchmarking techniques in the fields of economic performance, comparison between national regulation systems and evaluation of public policy results (Toma 1998) C) Our results underscore the importance of comparative studies and performance evaluations in the area of public policy in general and employment policy in particular. The attempts to find a synthesis between economic and social objectives, or at least to establish a hierarchy of objectives useful to policy-makers, are of extreme interest. The research findings in this direction also prove particularly interesting at a methodological level, as to the construction of synthetic indicators of highly complex realities, and in the context of often conflicting political, economic and social objectives. In Europe at this moment, and in the West as a whole (as demonstrated, for instance, by the studies of the OECD 1996, 1997, the Competitiveness Advisory Group 1996 , and McKinsey Global Institute 1992 , 1994 , the fundamental criterion behind the hierarchy of priorities and the consequent policy decisions are strongly connoted by the search for competitiveness.
By contrast, there do exist a few studies less inclined to give priority to competitiveness, such as the Belgian research on the "European Social Snake" (Dyspersin et al. 1991) or the "Social Rating" attempts carried out by Censis in Italy (Censis 1993) . In these studies, the efficiency of instruments and rules designed to achieve objectives of a social order (welfare, employment growth, access to the labour market for more vulnerable members of the population, employment crisis management at a local level) is placed firmly centre-stage. The methods devised by the "Social Snake" and the "Social Rating" experiments set the different systems of social policy against each other. As such, they have many points in common with benchmarking techniques since, on the one hand, they highlight exemplary cases worth imitating and, on the other, they seek to identify the reasons why less efficient systems are lagging behind, as well as those underlying the success of the more effective ones.
D) The observation of benchmarking experiences already carried out in the private and the public sector suggests that, generally speaking, in benchmarking processes learning occurs through the implementation of positive changes, based on the identified roots of performance gaps. Benchmarking requires systematic efforts of planning, implementing and monitoring in order to gain continuous improvement and promote organisational learning. Furthermore, in the public sector and in labour market policy we are faced with many more problems of comparability and transferability than in the private sector. A particularly intriguing case is the possibility of conflicting goals being pursued by the two objective functions contemporarily involved in policy making: the explicit 'welfare function' and the often implicit 'voting function'. Very rarely is the mix between the two actually clear, and even less can such a mix be transferred to different national or local contexts. Finally, different national modes of apprehending problems and different institutional regimes often hinder the simple imitation of best practices.
The main general outcomes to emerge from the survey of international literature point, then, towards the need to encourage the initiatives being taken in the area of comparative analysis, in order to cover the multiplicity of aspects entailed by labour policy. It is important to point out that the processes of comparison and exchange of experience could, in themselves, lead to a progressive improvement in the efficiency of policy making and to a rationalisation of public action, as they may serve to clarify the objectives behind the policies and better establish and govern the relationship between those objectives that are economic and social in character and those of a more general nature. Even so, ranking and comparing exercises are, taken by themselves, clearly insufficient: ranking public actions without learning and implementing appropriate measures would be a very limited exercise, if not a failure. In order to bring about positive changes, benchmarking analysis needs always to be strictly linked to policy action.
Consequently, a complete benchmarking procedure requires detailed and complex analytical tools in order to break down the best performance into distinctive components that can be understood and adopted by the worse performers. For such reasons, any synthetic ranking (of countries, policies, etc.) has to be complemented by other approaches to measuring labour market performance, due to the complex nature of institutions like labour markets and labour policies. The review of various approaches to measuring labour market performance and the policies designed to improve it leads to the conclusion that benchmarking labour market policy requires a comprehensive evaluation approach . Measuring labour market performance is not only the measurement of facts and their interpretation, but also the analytical assessment of performance, aiming at reaching a level of understanding of the distance from the best performer that allows for policy actions.
In order to capture the various contextual conditions and assess their importance for successful employment policy, the Research network suggests the comprehensive, institutional approach of Employment Systems. Employment Systems are understood as the set of institutions and policies that simultaneously determine the level of employment and unemployment . The most important implication of this approach is the construction of relational benchmark indicators. Conventional aggregated performance indicators are insufficient for benchmarking, as they do not reveal policy "functional equivalents" or trade-offs between multiple labour market goals. To meet this aim, the application of decomposition techniques to common labour market indicators can be instructive, provided it succeeds in separately capturing their 'structural', 'behavioural' and 'political' components. Other statistical and econometric techniques should be used to clarify the economic and social mechanisms behind the operation of the labour markets.
In addition, in the light of an awareness that no evaluation can be free from value judgement, the Network suggests developing the explicit normative-analytical framework of Transitional Labour Markets as a theoretical paradigm for well functioning labour markets . The concept of transitional labour markets takes optional breaks in the working career to be a 'normal' condition of working life today and in the future. Institutionalised transitions between various forms of working time and/or different employment statuses can, thus, enhance employability and support new forms of labour market flexibility, aimed at reconciling individuals' or households' labour market options with other activities (education, further training, social work, cultural and community commitments). The concept of transitional labour markets also has an impact on how to measure labour market performance: emphasis should be given to dynamic analysis and flow indicators, instead of stock indicators.
Benchmarking labour market efficiency
When attempting to apply benchmarking techniques to complex institutions like labour markets and labour policies, the first question to be addressed is which outcome should be regarded as a good performance, and how it could be measured so as to enable comparison. From the economic point of view, the standard way of looking at performance is efficiency. The advantage of such application is that efficiency is a synthetic and general concept, which avoids looking into the "black box" of the economic process under examination. For this reason, efficiency can usefully be considered as a prima facie signal of the overall economic quality of the process (in our case a labour market or a labour policy) and, as such, as a good synthetic indicator for ranking labour market performances.
In the case of labour market analysis, efficiency can be conceived in terms of the distance of the Beveridge curve from the origin, which expresses the capability of the labour market to match unemployment and vacancies, thus reducing frictional unemployment. Within this theoretical framework, labour market efficiency is represented by the position and slope of the matching function -a representation that underscores the similarities between the functioning of the labour market and a common production process. In this way, it is possible to construct a labour market efficiency frontier, which evidences the observed best practice, not of a single best performing country, but of a locus of countries that can be termed efficient as to labour market functioning (Anxo and Storrie 1998a) . The Network further sees two main advantages of using efficiency frontier indexation as a first approach to detecting one-dimensional benchmarks in labour market performance:
• The simplicity of the concept: although some of the frontier estimation techniques are rather complex, the basic idea of an efficiency frontier is quite simple and soundly based in economic theory. The frontier, furthermore, requires very few value judgements on policy priorities and weights on policy outcomes. Graphical presentation techniques can represent rankings of performance and efficiency for models of up to three dimensions. Once the idea is grasped graphically, both the existence of the multi-dimensional frontier and the distance from it can be accepted and comprehended by anyone with some knowledge of the labour market.
• The parsimony of required normative judgements: both the problem of meaningful measures of labour market efficiency and the evaluation of several performance indicators are questions of assigning relative weights to entities that are intrinsically difficult to rank. Moreover, one should not exclude the possibility of different countries having different outcome preferences. With the indexation principles used in frontier estimation, the solution to this problem is obtained by, as far as possible, avoiding any weights.
The Efficiency Frontier approach, however, like any other mono-dimensional ranking, tells us who is performing on the frontier (the benchmark) and who is not, and how far the latter are from full efficiency; but it cannot, by itself, explain why some countries perform better. A very general benchmarking strategy for labour markets and labour policies would therefore be to locate their efficiency frontiers, and then explain the positions relative to the frontiers using other tools deriving from labour economic theory and econometric techniques.
Benchmarking national employment performances
In order to provide a detailed analysis of interesting cases in labour market performance benchmarking, the Research network conducted a case study focused on Japan (a commonly considered best labour market performer; Nitta and Otsuka 1998). The case study specifically addresses the meaningfulness of one of the most important labour market indicators, the unemployment rate, as a good measure for benchmarking. The questions addressed are: i) To what extent is the unemployment rate a good indicator of labour-market performance?; and, ii), Why has the unemployment rate been low and stable in Japan, as compared with other countries? The main conclusions deriving from a survey of literature on these topics are as follows:
A) Despite the doubts surrounding unemployment rate statistics, the claims that Japan's low unemployment rate is superficial are not supported by any serious re-examination. It is a meaningful and internationally comparable indicator of labour market performance. This does not mean, however, that we need not consider other forms of labour slackness or under-utilisation (such as discouraged worker or labour hoarding), when analysing Japanese labour market performance and discussing labour policy measures. Even if the size of those forms of labour slackness is difficult to estimate, there is evidence to suggest that they have a bigger impact in Japan than in other OECD countries.
B)
Many converging factors contribute to Japan's low rates of unemployment: (i) Japan has a relatively low rate of labour force participation by young people, mainly because of the rising rate of enrolment in higher education and the low rate of dropout; (ii) Japan has an internationally low rate of youth unemployment, partly because the transition from school to work is smooth and well organised; (iii) Japan is characterised, albeit decreasingly, by a large population of self-employed or family workers, who tend to become under-employed rather than unemployed.
C) There are four factors behind the stability of the Japanese unemployment rate over the business cycles. The first and most important is that firms tend to adjust labour input only slowly to the changes in product demand; what is characteristic of the labour input adjustment mechanism in Japan is that firms rely relatively more on hours adjustment than on head-count adjustment. In addition, labour hoarding plays a main role in making Japan's unemployment rate inflexible over the business cycle. This effort of firms to hoard labour might pay in the long run, by facilitating a sound accumulation of "specific human capital", keeping competent workers, and creating a co-operative employer-employee relationship; but it is also a form of labour slackness that implies higher labour costs for firms.
Finally, what European labour market policy planners can learn from the close examination of the unemployment rate in Japan can be synthesised in the following points:
• If one wants to understand labour market performance from a comparative analysis of unemployment, it is necessary to consider further functional forms of labour slackness, such as discouraged worker or labour hoarding. Without this kind of inclusion, any policy-benchmarking effort in this field may end up comparing an apple with an orange.
• Again, the Japanese case clearly shows the need to analyse labour markets from a comprehensive point of view: the Research network signals the relevance of wage flexibility, although it is not at all easy to reach a shared understanding of what this means and implies.
• The role of the small business sector, and how size differences affect firms' employment behaviour, are very important factors for understanding labour market performance in Japan, and probably also in other countries. In Europe, the Italian case, among others, stands out in terms of job creation.
To produce a more in-depth analysis of the implications and potential of employment performance benchmarking, the Network, then, has critically reviewed the country rankings obtained by the Bertelsmann Foundation. The study discusses the critical points of the Bertelsmann ranking model (Bertelsmann Foundation 1996) , and presents some sensitivity tests and alternative ranking results.
The country ranking carried out by the Bertelsmann Foundation can well be viewed as a case of employment performance benchmarking, insofar as it includes all of the three components of benchmarking: 1) it provides criteria of comparative performance; 2) it contains an underlying model for explaining different performance outcomes; 3) and it offers policy recommendations to close performance gaps. However, its methodology is
analytically not yet complex enough, and hence not suitable for policy learning -which is the fundamental aim of benchmarking. In particular, the Bertelsmann model implies some mixing of performance ranking (what should be the "dependent variable") with policy or institutional ranking (the "independent variables"), so that it tends to confirm its own basic assumptions tautologically, and does not allow for testing the employment performances of alternative policy models. Therefore, despite the advantages of parsimony for theory-driven research, the institutional variety and the associated possible policy "functional equivalents" in the EU Member States are still clearly underexposed.
Benchmarking the European Employment Strategy
The core targets of the European Employment Strategy in the area of active labour market policy address the reduction of long-term unemployment, the labour market integration of young people, the fostering of equal opportunities between the sexes and job creation measures. A thorough benchmarking of these policy areas, however, would be a very complex and difficult task, since many interrelated policies would have to be considered. A viable benchmarking strategy is to start out by detecting and explaining broad performance and ranking patterns using a basic set of indictors, on which more elaborate in-depth analyses could then be grounded. To this end, the Network suggests a list of 29 relevant stock and flow indicators .
Furthermore, as labour market policies pursue several goals, the Network suggests a method for presenting and analysing labour markets and policies that allows for the partly conflicting goals of LMP. We call this method the Radar Chart approach, as a radar chart bearing on the different axes selected indicators, corresponding to benchmarks previously set by actors and institutions, can graphically illustrate it. The main advantages of this approach are: i) a synthetic and self-evident illustrative description of selective performance dimensions; ii) the possibility of monitoring the change of the overall performance over time, in terms of an increase or decrease of the surface within the lines of the radar chart.
The illustrative example in figure 1, includes the following indicators#3#:
• Unemployment rates by gender (UEM and UEF);
• Share of long-term unemployment in all unemployed, by gender (LTUM and LTUF);
• Employment rates by gender (EMPRM and EMPRF);
• Youth unemployment rates by gender (YOUTHUEM and YOUTHUEF);
• A measure for labour market dynamics, by gender (e.g., inflow rates into employment, LABDYNM and LABDYNF).
The indicators are transformed, so that the highest performance (i.e. an unemployment level of zero, an employment rate of 100% of the working age population, zero youth and long-term unemployment) always equals 1 in the chart. The inclusion of both genders implies that the symmetry of the polygon highlights the degree of gender segregation in the labour market. The radar-chart approach offers a wide range of possible applications, suitable for ranking employment and labour market policies according to the European Employment Strategy. The most immediate application comes from considering the measure of the surface bounded by the polygon as an indicator of overall labour market performance, whose value can be compared both through time and across countries (the Network calls this indicator SMOP, Surface Measure of Overall Performance).
It should in any case be noted that, as opposed to the efficiency frontier approach presented above, in this method all different performance dimensions (the axes in the chart) have the same weight. In other words, the same changes along different policy targets (very likely characterised by different degrees of desirability, as well as attainability) will lead to equal changes in the overall performance indicator. This feature provides a suitable method for revealing trade-offs between different policy targets, but could lead to very different changes made by different Member States in different target areas being judged equivalent.
There are many ways of avoiding this risk. One, in relation to differences in the desirability of changes, is to adopt, also on the base of the observed trade-offs, an explicit ranking of the policy target preferences, and to incorporate this into the indicator normalisation scales. An alternative approach, in relation to differences in the attainability of changes, is to normalise the maximum value on each policy axis on the maximum observed indicator value among Member States.
Benchmarking labour market policies
The development of homogeneous statistical information and benchmarks facilitates the comparison of labour market performance across Member States. Nevertheless, one must be cautious in drawing conclusions about labour market policy from ranking indicators. As many factors (including macro-economic monetary and fiscal policies, industrial policies, demographic factors and labour market policies) affect labour market performance, one cannot conclude that a particular country's labour market policies should be emulated simply because its labour market performance is superior to others. Evaluation studies are needed to provide convincing evidence that a specific labour market policy or programme is successful in increasing employment and workers' earnings in a cost-effective way.
In the analytical area of assessing the efficiency of labour policies, a survey of Swedish empirical research (Anxo and Storrie 1998b) shows that some studies can provide experience useful in benchmarking contexts. These studies are interesting because they attempt to jointly compare the relative efficiency of various active labour market programmes in order to offer guidance to policy-makers in designing an optimal mix of measures.
The Swedish approach has the clear advantage that it ranks various labour market programmes according to their relative effect with regard to future labour market prospects. The rate of success of the programmes, expressed as the probability for the jobseeker to obtain a regular employment, can be compared both between the participants in the various active labour market policy programmes and between participants and non-participants.
Further insights can be gathered from the experience of the United States, a country that has devoted considerable resources to rigorously evaluating its labour market programmes. The following are some of the main lessons deriving from research conducted on U.S. programmes since the 1970s (Houseman 1998):
A) Job search assistance is effective in speeding reemployment.
B) Short-term classroom training programmes are rarely effective in improving the employment or earnings prospects of participants, and are usually not cost-effective. In contrast, many programmes in the area of intensive, longterm classroom training do significantly improve clients' skills, employment and earnings, and are cost-effective despite their high price tag.
C) On-the-job training has been more successful than short-term classroom training in improving participants' earnings too.
D)
Subsidised employment increases employment and earnings of participants during the programme's duration, and sometimes improves future employment and earnings.
E) Some programmes operated through the unemployment insurance system ('profiling' and other early identification practices) have been successful in reducing long-term employment and possible abuse of the system.
In the area of labour market institutions, the Network conducted a study aimed at illustrating the use of the efficiency frontier approach in the analysis of differences in efficiency among Swedish local Employment Offices (Althin and Behrenz 1998) . The main finding of this investigation is that employment offices display major differences in the efficiency with which they carry out their job-matching services. Such observed differences can provide the ground for applying a complete benchmarking procedure. One hypothesis on these efficiency differences is that the allocation of resources does not sufficiently reflect the local labour market situation and that, moreover, it does not change as fast as do conditions in the local labour market. Besides differences in resources as compared to the tasks of the offices, there are also differences in management and general working methods, which seem to be considerable and relevant to the efficiency results.
The findings obtained or surveyed show that, if they really intend to improve their effectiveness, European policy-makers should consider devoting sufficient resources to conducting formal evaluations of labour policies, institutions and programmes identified as promising in benchmarking studies.
Benchmarking firms' employment policies
A final aspect that the Network believes to be worth considering is the need to develop a means by which to set standards in the management of human resources at company level, particularly in times of crisis and change. This direction of research is signalled by the results of the European Best Practices Network (EFMD-CREATE 1996) , which has succeeded in isolating the most effective solutions in such times of crisis (e.g. in restructuring processes) or, on the other hand, the more innovative solutions in the area of human resource development within the company. Contributions like these may represent a real contribution to the analysis of the role of the firm as regards local employment performance.
Consequently, if it is possible to isolate one area worth exploring in order to acquire further indications on employment performance, this area must be human resource management. Such an investigation can be based on the twenty-year experience of the Bilans Sociaux (Social Balance Sheets), mandatory in French large firms (see Gazier 1998) . Benchmarking the employment performance of firms can be done in a variety of ways: few indicators limited to specific areas (e.g. staffing, training, wages, working conditions), or a comprehensive information set, including social as well as economic aspects. The concrete experiences range from more or less informal practices by human resource managers and experts, to structured and mandatory documents, such as the Social Balance Sheets, either in the twenty-year old French version (extensive), or the recent Belgian version (mainly limited to indicators on staffing policy). Four immediate and general lessons have been drawn from the analysis of past and present experiences:
A) There already exist spontaneous and often confidential forms of benchmarking carried out by labour market actors, and these constitute an important and often implicit tool of decision and negotiation. Public and official mandatory benchmarking is felt by the firms concerned to be a mere complement, accurate and useful in some cases, less so in others.
B) Some extensive official benchmarking can be clearly under-exploited by social actors. This is the case of the long-lasting experience of the French Social Balance Sheets. An important problem is that parties may be reluctant to collaborate if they are not fully involved in the definition and uses of the indicators.
C) There is a need to combine different levels of precision and coverage, responding to different targets. Sometimes a single and synthetic indicator does the job; sometimes, a more detailed and autonomous subset is to be preferred.
D)
Human resource benchmarking should be flexible and able to evolve. Benchmarking working conditions was critical twenty years ago; nowadays, benchmarking job instability and career opportunities is critical.
In a future-oriented perspective, the Network emphasises two risks and one priority deriving from the French experience. Two main dangers arise with more harmonised and official benchmarking of employment performance: the first is the possibility of mimetic and even formal, useless compliance; the second, much more likely, is a very limited use of Social Balance Sheets, with little or no attention paid to them by the real actors of the labour market.
The priority is to benchmark, even only partially, some dynamic aspects of labour market performance. With the decline of traditional job security, the emphasis has shifted towards employability or "flexecurity". It remains unclear, though, whether it makes sense to benchmark a notion as contextual and interactive as employability. Human resource benchmarking could, in any case, bear on some important components of the new working conditions, such the relevance and timing of training policies, or the expected skill level of the whole workforce inside a firm (relative to the sector).
Above all, extremely interesting results could emerge from research into the world of the small and medium-sized firms. Here, the size of the firm prohibits, to a significant extent, any application of sophisticated systems to manage human resources, and yet the very same factor -size -creates the need to innovate and raise the quality and management of these resources.
Concluding remarks
The results reviewed in the paper show that the basic interpretative conundrums of labour market comparative research will persist for a long time in the face of any benchmarking assault that is superficial or incomplete. Individual labour markets are under pressure from different kinds of problem: a low employment rate is a problem in the UK, where household welfare can be achieved only by a high level of labour market participation; in other systems, for instance the Netherlands, redistributive measures (labour market as well as income policies) can lower the pressure arising from low participation. Furthermore, the necessary constraint on the number of dimensions considered in ranking exercises may leave out of the picture some fundamental aspects of the economic processes that underlie labour market performance, such as the relationship between economic growth and the employment rate.
The production of appropriate indexes, combining many individual performance indicators (like efficiency or other aggregate measures), proves then to be only the assessment of the distance of individual performers from the benchmark (the best performer or an abstract optimum value), and therefore no more than the beginning of a real benchmarking process. Subsequent national adjustment strategies (e.g. the NAPs) have not only to make reference to a sound explanation of such distances, but also to take into account the nationally different pressures of labour market problems, as well as the political feasibility of alternative policy options and the interplay between economic policy and labour market policy.
Hence, the last and most critical conclusion of the research project points in a very general direction: the definition of a labour market benchmark through a series of target variables invariably originates in normative decisions on the meaningfulness of those variables. Furthermore, the decision of whether or not to include the cost side, thus transforming each dimension into a specific efficiency indicator, should be thought of as a normative choice. The case of the four pillars and 22 guidelines making up the European employment strategy for 1999 provides a typical example of such a normative process.
Benchmarking could usefully be applied in the implementation of the strategy, both at the Commission and at the Member States' levels, as the operational working of the strategy (pillars and guidelines → NAPs → multilateral surveillance → adjusted NAPs → revised guidelines → and so on) is itself very close to a fully-fledged benchmarking procedure, and the policy options to be adopted by Member States could and should be selected through benchmarking techniques. But it is essential to be aware that, to obtain meaningful and desirable outcomes, convergence cannot be based only on blind imitation of the best performers. Labour market benchmarking implies a complex scientific, social and political process, the success of which requires the carrying out of many interrelated tasks, like understanding the reasons behind performance gaps, learning from better performers, evaluating the operative implications of institutional changes and adopting them through policy-making (while preserving social consensus), maintaining (or creating) a strong link between research and policymaking through increased monitoring and evaluation analysis.
